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ale - wife (al' wife’) Pomoalabus Pseudoharengus, a small river 
herring found along the Atlantic coast and landlocked in certain 
lakes of North America, especially in New England. 


The fish has a deep body and is heavily built forward, thus the 
comparison with an “alewife,” the name given to a hearty seven- 
teenth-century English alehouse keeper 


= - “The alewile is like a herrin’, but it has a bigger bellie, therefore 
called an alewife.” A Dictionary of Americanisms, 1675 





“OVERVIEW 


The [1.] Project presented here outlines and discusses the revitalization 
and utilization of the Alewife Brook as part of a total greenspace and 
linkage system. The Alewife [see map 4] forms the boundary between 
Arlington to the west and Cambridge and Somerville to the east. The Brook 
and abutting greenspace lack purpose, use, definition and maintenance, 
but offer a key link in connecting [see map 5] several existing or 
planned parks, paths and greenspaces. I will attempt in this paper to 
summarize the basis for the Brooks importance physically, environmentally 
and aesthetically through its history and present status. For this paper 
I will 1.) Speak of the issues principally from the perspective of the 
Town of Arlington, and 2.) concentrate on the Alewife as it exists 
Specifically from the Alewife MBTA Station to Massachusetts Avenue. 


GEOLOGICAL and PHYSICAL CONDITIONS 


Arlington is located, or should I say overlaps the “Boston basin". The 
"basin" 1s an area scooped out by the last glaciers, the deposits of 
these retreating glaciers forming a Terminal Morain [see map 6] which 
gives Arlington its "heights", that part of Arlington to the west of 
Pleasent Street which gradually moves off in a northwesterly direction. 
The "Boston basin" in turn lies to the east of Pleasent Street and it 
is well inside this “basin", in which the Alewife brook follows its 
course. The condition of the land within the "Boston basin" is low and 
level, its elevation being from 10 to 50 feet above mean sea level. 
The nature of the soils tends toward wet and sandy, with areas of 
heavy clay deposits east and south of route's 2 and 16. Many "kettle" 
ponds exist within this outer belt of the "basin", from Watertown in 
the south to Winchester in the north [see map 2]. These Kettle pond's 
are the springs beneath them and were formed or left when the 

glaciers withdrew. This same area, prior to the glaciers was occupied 
Dy a large and deep lake reaching from Watertown to Winchester. Many 
of the ponds left after the glaciers, feed from the same sources, and 
have been loosely left in the same form as was occupied by the lake. 
Though many of these ponds are gone, lost to fill and modification of 
the land, two; Spy Pond and Fresh Pond remain, both of area 
Significance and both part of the (Alewife brook) Mystic River Water 
Shed System. 
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HISTORY 


The Alewife brook gains its name from the fish which early settlers 
found in abundance [2.] there. 


ALE WIFE (Pomolobus pseudoharengus), a small river herring 
found along the Atlantic coast and landlocked in certain 
lakes of North America, especially in New England. 


The fish has a deep body and is heavily built forward, thus 
the comparison with an “alewife", the name given to a hearty 
seventeenth-century English alehouse keeper. 


The Alewife brook was little effected by Arlington’s growth (Menotomy 
1635-1807, incorpoprated as West Cambridge 1807-18467) due in large 
part to the lack of economic demand for space, Arlington’s economy 
was a rural one of Ice Farming and Market Gardens, the Alewife and 
environs being but low wet marshs [see map 7] of little use in these 
endeavors. Not until the Railroad built its right-of-way through the 
Alewife and its marshs in 1846 was the land indirectly impacted by 
man. Even with the caming of the Railroad, the Alewife remained quiet 
until the turn of the century. By 1901 the harbinger of things to 
come was at hand, in the form of the Metropolitian District 
Commission, and its aquisition of lands for Parkways saon to hold the 
names of the water courses they followed; Alewife Brook Parkway and 
Mystic Valley Parkway. While Arlington’s Town Fathers had begun to 
aquire park space around 1900, possibly inspired by the actions of 
the M.D.C., it was already becoming to little to late. In the 1880’s, 
increases in residential value, lead to increased taxes and with it 
vanished the less profitable Market Gardens and Farmland. As 
transportation grew and industry called more workers away fram the 
farm and into the cities, the demand for local housing grew and 
Arlington, and the Alewife’s time of quiet had forever passed. In 
1904, as part of the development of the M.D.C. lands coupled with the 
demand for buildable land a major engineering study of the Alewife 
marshs was undertaken. Malaria, spread by the mesquitoes breeding in 
the marshs had become a serious health problem [see map 3]. The 
results were recommendations regarding the illimination sewage and 
its flow onto the Alewife, as well as the control of certain storm 
related conditions which caused backups within the natural run-off 
system af the Alewife watershed. In 19246 Charles W. Eliot II drew up 
the first master plan for Arlington. AS a strong advocate for 
greenspace Eliot’s plans created a total system of parkland 

[see map 8]. Charles Eliot II, recognized the potential threat that 
regional prosperity posed to the quality of life in Arlington. 


[3.]"......-The growth of population of the Town in recent 
years has far outdistanced the growth of park areas. 
The whole of Metropolitian Boston has steadily been 
expanding also, so that Arlington is no longer on the 
outskirts of the build-up area but partly within it.... 
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HISTORY cant. 


In the past a great part of Arlington has been wild 
land or market garden of great tapographic and scenic 
variety which has been, more or less, free for all ta 
enjoy. AS population density increases and the builtup 
area of Metropolitian Boston includes more of the 
town, one by ane these open spaces are cut into hause 
lots, or they are so overrun by people that the 

owners are forced to exclude the public." 


In 1928 eftorts were underway to achieve the plans necessary to create 
a network of open space for generations ta come, but as things often 
do they were never accomplished. First came the great depression and 
then the Second World War, and the plans and ideas became dormant. 


PRESENT CONDITIONS and FUTURE PLANS 


The Alewife’s present candition is physically one in need of 
revitalization and definition. The section between Route 2 / Alewife 
Station and Massachusetts Avenue exists as a brook, still much as it 
was in 1904 polluted with Sanitarty and Storm drain overflow during 
Storm conditions, and often when mo storm conditions exist what so 
ever. The braak itself meanders over and around various articles of 
debris tires, railroad ties and shopping carts to name afew. Much of 
its course in this section is channeled between two concrete walls 
topped with delapidated chain link fences. The greenspace along its 
banks are covered with raised power and sewage service covers, and 

a small transformer station. At its Massachusetts Avenue made exist 
a small siting park designed to honor the Towns Bicentennial. The 
Massachusetts Avenue Alewife Hrook overpass is a granite structure 
with brick paving and a lightly planted divider which, due to the 
width of the rdadway, lack of proper treatment in paving and scale 
and the shear volume of traffic fails to punctuate and define a 
transitional space. The Brook in its full course is in much the 
same condition if not slightly worse as its borders are not 
maintained and thick stands of growth are encroaching on the Braoks 
edge and block passage on the Arlington side of the Brook towards 
the north beyond (see map 4] Saint Pauls Cemetery [area G]. Just 
below the Arlington Town line the Alewife exits the underground 
course it must follow from Fresh pond, unseen and I fully imagine 
unknown to anyone until it reachs this point “out of sight, out of 
mind". Presently much attention and energy is being channeled 
towards the Towns Greenspace, and the interest of the populus is 
very high with several neighborhood groups bring pressure and 
energy to bear. One of these areas is in the Alewife Brook. Refering 
to map 4 the following is the status of the Alewife. [B] designates 
the soon to be constructed Bikeway [also see map 5] [#1 Bikeway 
right of way} which will run from Bedford through Lexington and 
Arlington to the Alewife Station. [DBD] identifies two already 
existing parks, one (Thorndike) which offers several playing 
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PRESENT CONDITONS and FUTURE PLANS 
cantinued 


fields and (Magnolia) which presents a childerns play area. Both 
parks while needing much more development have broad open grassy 
areas crisscrossed with pathways. [E] represents a piece of 
Property recently aquired by the Town which now allows greater 
comnectedness and a lead in to the Alewife [also see map 3] 

[#3 proposed Alewife linear park and pathways]. [C] is a small 
remaining wet land marsh, privately owned, largely filled with 
catails and [F] below it is that part of the marsh falling within 
the M.0.C. as well as the areas abutting the Alewife broak throughout 
its course. [A] is a privately held Piece of property known as 
the Mauger Property which was to be developed as commerical but 
through the actions of local citizens a curb cut to route 2 was 
refused and the property remains commercially unuseable. 


The possibilities for begining to develop this area for linkage 

and green/common space is very strong at this time. Their is 

strong neighborhood support and interest. Other already existing, 

or soon ta exist linkage projects [see map 5] form a natural node 

at this point and offer many possibilities to those communities 
abutting the area as well as other projects underway throughout 
Arlington. To achieve a better idea of these linkages see map #5. 
{1]3 is the Minuteman Bikeway already in the process of construction. 
{2]3; is the Mill Brook Linear Park which is being pursued as 4a : 
part of the Arlington Open Space Plan, and parcels of which already 
exist. [3]5 is tne already existing M.D.C. Mystic lakes and river 
parklands, though much in need direction and revitalization of their 
own. [4] 5 is the already existing Alewife Linear park from Davis 
Square in Somerville toa the Alewife Station. [S]5 is my proposed 
revitalization of the actual Alewife greenspace as another 
alternative. [6]; is another potential for bring comnection to 
Belmont, upper Arlington, and C733; the newly accepted Historic 
District along Pleasent Street leading into Arlington Center. 

[8]3; combines past use, natural connection, alternative use, and 
literally fits into other linkages proposed and existing, that 
being the opening of the water ways from Spy pond ta the Mystic 
River to canoes. [9]; is the Proposed (Alewife Revitalization Study, 
1979) development of a conservation area using the existing natural 
areas along Little river. While the cast of characters (community, 
local and state goverment) necessary to see this Project through is 
very broad I have already witnessed an interest and involvment from 
several, and that the “power" to move them is present in the 
communities right now. 
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PROPOSAL 


Utilizing the energy and interst af the neighborhoods and 

the community identify interests and desires surrounding the 
Alewite brook area. Offer examples and ideas based on real 

and doable criteria that will at a minimum begin to make use 
of the existing space and begin to give definition to the Land. 
Interact with other necessary arqganizatians to gain interest 
and comittment, assure a continuous means of communicatian, 

and allow the neighborhoods and community to communicate what 
and how much they are/will going to use, support and drive 
Turther development of the Alewife. 


This might in its simplist form mean clearing and cleaning 
the Alewife both the brook and abutting banks. Installing a 
simple pathway which interconnects te the other greenspaces 
adjoining the Alewife and then study what follows knowing 
some possible further developments but remaining open to what 
"happens". The only successful project is one that lives and 
breaths....that has its own life. 


SUMMARY 


Much that could have been is gone, what is left while it has 
great potential will require strong and intellegent planning. 
The need for, and the threat to common greenspace and the 
ability to move about a community in means other than those 
automotive, experiencing and relating in 3a relaxed and human 
scale is greater today than ever. There is a rich history, 
and texture which needs to be connected and available to 
everyone and I can think of ma better way than, working with 
those people and neighborhoods to develop a "Place" amd a 
“sense of that Place". To link and weave through a network of 
Qreenspaces, first the neighborhoods, then the community, and 
after that those communities and neighborhoods beyond. 


[4.]"The last, large open spaces filled in with 
homes and with no town policy regarding open 
space, many opportunities were lost, tax 
title land was sold for building lots, new 
subdivisions were platted next to water 
courses with mo provison for public access 
and important open space parcels were developed 
with high intensity uses. Because of 
uncoordinated and piecemeal open space planning 
efforts from World War II to 1970, there are 
many obstacles today. The current open space 
challenge is ta relate to overcoming or 
Correcting inactions from this period." 


PAGE 5 


4 











MAPS 
Reference 
Arlington 1856 


Locus 
Boston North 1904 


Alewife and Environs / Large Scale 
MDC Engineering and Malaria Study 1904 


Contemporary Condition / Reference 
Arlington Zoning Map 1987 


Linkage Projects 
Commercial Map est. 1975 


Geology 
Commercial Map est. 1975 


Alewife and Marshes 
MDC Borings 1904 


Charles W. Eliot II Park and Linkage plan 
Arlington Planning Board 1926 


1.) 


FOOTNOTES 


This "Project" is part of my Preliminary research towards my 
Radcliffe Seminars Independent Project. 


As a point of interest I am Pursuing data regarding the status 
of the alewitfe continuing to be found in the "Brook". To date I 
have no information as to if Or when the fish ceased to habitate 
the Alewife Brook. 


From “REPORT ON A TOWN PLAN FOR ARLINGTON, MASSACHUSETTS" , 
Charles W. Eliot Il, Arlington Planning Board, 1926 Page 27. 


From “ARLINGTON OPEN SPACE PLAN 1989-1994" 
Andrew Vorce, Arlington Planning Board, 1989 Page 4. 
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